Book Review: \u3ci\u3eCultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know\u3c/i\u3e by Olree, Dominique
Grand Valley Review
Volume 3 | Issue 2 Article 16
1-1-1988
Book Review: Cultural Literacy: What Every
American Needs to Know
Dominique Olree
Grand Valley State University
Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Grand Valley Review by an
authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Olree, Dominique (1987) "Book Review: Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know," Grand Valley Review: Vol. 3: Iss. 2,
Article 16.
Available at: http://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/gvr/vol3/iss2/16
.  i n  a n d  o u t  
1 g  t h e  m a z e .  
: y  t o  f i n i s h .  
;  t h e  h u r r y ?  
n g  t h e  w a y ,  
~ue v i e w  o f  
d  a  s i m p l e r  
: o  l o s e  i t  a s  
w e  n e e d  t o  
e c t i v e ,  f r o m  
s o  w e  t e a c h  
s o m e t h i n g ,  
w e  s h o u l d ,  
· e r e  e g o c e n -
t a k e  o t h e r  
,  m y  u n d i e s  
h  m a d e  m e  
1 s e d  o n  m y  
5 7  
B O O K  R E V I E W  
E .  D .  H i r s c h ,  J r . ,  C u l t u r a l  L i t e r a c y :  W h a t  E v e r y  A m e r i c a n  N e e d s  t o  K n o w .  B o s t o n :  H o u g h -
t o n  M i f f l i n ,  1 9 8 7 .  
E .  D .  H i r s c h ,  E n g l i s h  p r o f e s s o r  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a ,  i n  h i s  b o o k  C u l t u r a l  
L i t e r a c y :  W h a t  E v e r y  A m e r i c a n  N e e d s  t o  K n o w ,  b u i l d s  a  c a s e  t h a t  s t a t e s  e m p h a t i c a l l y  
t h a t  A m e r i c a n s  a r e  c u l t u r a l l y  i l l i t e r a t e  d u e  t o  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  d o g m a  a d h e r e d  t o  i n  
t h e  l a s t  f i f t y  y e a r s .  O u r  s c h o o l s ,  h e  s u g g e s t s ,  f a i l  t o  a c c u l t u r a t e  c h i l d r e n  t o  t h e  A m e r i -
c a n  c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  p r o d u c e  i n e f f e c t i v e  c o m m u n i c a t o r s .  T h e  l a c k  o f  
a  c o m m o n  v o c a b u l a r y ,  h e  i n s i s t s ,  h a s  p r o d u c e d  a  n a t i o n  f r a g m e n t e d  i n  c o m m o n a l -
t i e s :  t h e r e  i s  a  l a c k  o f  t h e  s a m e  i n f o r m a t i o n  b e i n g  t a u g h t  i n  t h e  s c h o o l s ,  h e  r e t o r t s  
t o  e d u c a t o r s ,  a n d  t h i s  p r o d u c e s  a  s o c i e t y  d e v o i d  o f  s h a r e d  b a c k g r o u n d  i n f o r m a t i o n ;  
w i t h o u t  s u c h ,  o n e  c a n  n o t  e f f e c t i v e l y  c o m m u n i c a t e  i d e a s  o r  p a s s  o n  t o  f u t u r e  g e n e r a -
t i o n s  o u r  c u l t u r e .  
H i r s c h  c i t e s  v a r i o u s  e x a m p l e s  t o  s u p p o r t  h i s  c o n c e p t  o f  a n  i l l i t e r a t e  n a t i o n .  H i s  s u r -
v e y s  r e v e a l  a  p o p u l a t i o n  t h a t  i s  u n a b l e  t o  p l a c e  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  C i v i l  W a r  o r  e v e n  
W o r l d  W a r  I I !  A  p r e - l a w  s t u d e n t  a t  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  b e l i e v e d  T o r o n t o  t o  
b e  a  t o w n  i n  I t a l y .  A  n u m b e r  o f  r e s p o n d e e s  l o g i c a l l y  a s s u m e d  t h a t  L a t i n  w a s  n o t  
a  d e a d  l a n g u a g e ,  a s  " L a t i n  A m e r i c a n s  m u s t  s p e a k  t h e  l a n g u a g e : '  O n l y  t w o  s t u d e n t s  
o u t  o f  a  h u n d r e d  c o u l d  e v e n  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  i d e n t i f y  T h o m a s  J e f f e r s o n .  T h e s e  f i n d -
i n g s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a r e  s t a r t l i n g !  
I n d e e d ,  H i r s c h ' s  b a s i c  a r g u m e n t  i s  p a l p a b l e :  s u c c e s s f u l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  a  p a s s a g e  
r e a d  d e p e n d s  o n  w h a t  e x p e r i e n c e s  t h e  r e a d e r  b r i n g s  t o  i t .  T h i s  i d e a  i s  n o t  n e w ;  f o r  
o~er t w e n t y  y e a r s  r e s e a r c h e r s  h a v e  b e e n  s a y i n g  t h a t  a  w e l l - d e v e l o p e d  s c h e m a ,  i . e . ,  e v e r y -
t h i n g  o n e  k n o w s  a b o u t  a  s u b j e c t ,  a c c o u n t s  f o r  a t  l e a s t  5 0 %  o f  w h a t  o n e  c o m p r e h e n d s  
f r o m  r e a d i n g .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  o n e  c a n n o t  f u l l y  u n d e r s t a n d  a  s t o r y  a b o u t  f l y i n g  i f  i n  
f a c t  o n e ' s  e x p e r i e n t i a l  b a c k g r o u n d  d o e s  n o t  i n c l u d e  k n o w l e d g e  a b o u t  a i r p l a n e s ,  a i r p o r t s ,  
a n d  f l y i n g .  F r a n k  S m i t h  o f  H a r v a r d  U n i v e r s i t y  i n  h i s  b o o k  R e a d i n g  W i t h o u t  N o n s e n s e  
( 1 9 7 8 ) ,  s u p p o r t s  t h i s  i d e a :  " R e a d e r s  m u s t  b r i n g  m e a n i n g s  t o  w h a t  t h e y  r e a d ,  e m p l o y -
i n g  t h e i r  p r i o r  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  t o p i c  a n d  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  t e x t : '  P a t r i c k  F i n n ,  
w h o  w r o t e  H e l p i n g  C h i l d r e n  L e a r n  t o  R e a d  ( 1 9 6 9 ) ,  s t a t e s :  
M u c h  r e c e n t  r e s e a r c h  i n  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  h a s  d e a l t  w i t h  s c h e m a  t h e o r y .  
E x p e r i e n c e  t e a c h e s  m o r e  t h a n  s i m p l e  i s o l a t e d  f a c t s .  T h e  h u m a n  m i n d  p e r -
c e i v e s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  b e t w e e n  f a c t s  a n d  i m p o s e s  o r d e r  o n  i n f o r m a t i o n .  S o o n  
o n e  u s e s  s t r u c t u r e s  b a s e d  o n  p r e v i o u s l y  d e t e r m i n e d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  p e r -
58 
ceiving and making sense of new experiences. These structures are called 
schemata. Comprehension depends on the schemata the reader possesses. 
As many recent studies have shown, reading scores obtained from students across 
the nation are far lower than would be expected in a nation where education has 
such a high value. Lack of common knowledge certainly is one of the causes for this 
problem. Hirsch does an exemplary job of pointing this out to his readers. 
For Hirsch the solution is as obvious as the problem: return to a traditional pro-
gram like that of the one-room schoolhouse. He does not advocate standardized text-
books and lessons, but he does recommend that educators agree on an index of 
information every citizen needs to know, and then teach it no matter what educa-
tional format they use. The "Titanic", for example, could be encountered in a history 
lesson or in a short story, but no American ought to leave school without encounter-
ing it somewhere. In order to draw up a comprehensive index__!.'the list", as Hirsch 
calls it-he collaborated with a mathematician and a historian. This list fills the last 
sixty-three pages of this text and constitutes vocabulary words and phrases from "aboli-
tionism" to "youth will have its fling:' 
"60 Minutes" has exposed the ignorance of the typical college student. The public 
has decided it disapproves of teachers who know less than their students. Hirsch's 
proposal addresses a real problem. His curriculum of cultural information would appear 
to be an improvement over what is now taught. The question which appears to this 
writer is not will we get something like Hirsch's proposal, but what will happen when 
it comes? 
One danger which immediately becomes apparent is the memorization of lists of 
words. As Vacca and Vacca state in Content Area Reading (1986) " ... words are labels 
for concepts, a single concept represents much more than the meaning of a single 
word. It might take thousands of words to explain a concept:' They also state that 
" ... students must develop contextual and conceptual knowledge of words in order to 
comprehend freely what they read:' Although Hirsch is careful to insist that his items 
of cultural information must be presented in appealing, intelligent contexts, the temp-
tation to produce a classroom version of Trivial Pursuit will surely be too strong for 
all educators and publishers to resist, especially with Hirsch's suggestion of exit tests 
for fifth, eighth, and twelfth graders. 
If, as Hirsch says, children are "storing facts in their minds everyday with astonish-
ing voracity;' it is also true that they are selective. To claim that American students 
are ignorant because they are badly taught is a half-truth; they are also ignorant by 
choice. Hirsch himself provides ample evidence. A Los Angeles man claims that " .. .in 
years of wor 
War II was£ 
didn't store 
of World W 
Hirsch in 
easy go;' an 
learn aphor 
culture may 
to say abou 
to the who] 
c a l l e d  
• s e s s e s .  
: i e n t s  a c r o s s  
u c a t i o n  h a s  
u s e s  f o r  t h i s  
d e r s .  
l i t i o n a l  p r o -
u d i z e d  t e x t -
a n  i n d e x  o f  
. v h a t  e d u c a -
i n  a  h i s t o r y  
t  e n c o u n t e r -
" ,  a s  H i r s c h  
f i l l s  t h e  l a s t  
f r o m  " a b o l i -
.  T h e  p u b l i c  
1 t s .  H i r s c h ' s  
r o u l d  a p p e a r  
J e a r s  t o  t h i s  
: t p p e n  w h e n  
m  o f  l i s t s  o f  
: I s  a r e  l a b e l s  
~of a  s i n g l e  
> O  s t a t e  t h a t  
;  i n  o r d e r  t o  
1 a t  h i s  i t e m s  
: s ,  t h e  t e m p -
o  s t r o n g  f o r  
o f  e x i t  t e s t s  
t h  a s t o n i s h -
: a n  s t u d e n t s  
i g n o r a n t  b y  
n s  t h a t  "  . .  . i n  
5 9  
y e a r s  o f  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t e e n a g e r s  h e  h a s  y e t  t o  f i n d  o n e  w h o  c o u l d  t e l l  h i m  w h e n  W o r l d  
W a r  I I  w a s  f o u g h t : '  I s  i t  n o t  l i k e l y  s o m e  t e e n a g e r s  h a v e  r u n  i n t o  t h i s  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  
d i d n ' t  s t o r e  i t  " w i t h  a s t o n i s h i n g  v o r a c i t y " ?  S t u d e n t s  d o  n o t  w a n t  t o  k n o w  t h e  d a t e s  
o f  W o r l d  W a r  I I .  
H i r s c h  i n c l u d e s  a  h o s t  o f  p r o v e r b s  i n  h i s  i n d e x :  " I g n o r a n c e  i s  b l i s s : '  " E a s y  c o m e ,  
e a s y  g o : '  a n d  " A  l i t t l e  l e a r n i n g  i s  a  d a n g e r o u s  t h i n g : '  H i r s c h  m i g h t  m a k e  t h e  y o u n g  
l e a r n  a p h o r i s m s  o f  t h i s  k i n d ,  b u t  w h a t  w i l l  h e  d o  i f  t h e y  b e l i e v e  t h e m  a s  w e l l ?  A  
c u l t u r e  m a y  s h a r e  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  b u t  i t  l i v e s  b y  i t s  b e l i e f s .  H i r s c h ' s  b o o k  h a s  n o t h i n g  
t o  s a y  a b o u t  t h e s e  b e l i e f s - a n d  h o w  c o u l d  h e ,  s i n c e  m a n y  o f  t h e m  a r e  a n t a g o n i s t i c  
t o  t h e  w h o l e  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a c y ?  
D o m i n i q u e  O l r e e  
